The Challenge of
Religious Pluralism *

The [ndian Experience

India has given birth to two of the world's ‘great: relig.
ions: Hinduism and Buddhism. It has welcomed two Otherg:
Christianity and Islam, Besides these, there are many Otheyg
like Zoroastrianism, Jainism, and Sikhism, not to speak of 3
great variety of primal religions. The Indian tradition takes
pride in its attitude of tolerance. The Buddhist emperor Ashoka
in the third century before the common era enjoined on his
people by edict mutual religious tolerance and appointed special
officers to implement it. Guru Nanak, following the poet-saint
Kabir and others, founded Sikhism, seeking to integrate elemants
of Hinduism and Islam. The Mogul emperor Akbar in the 16th
century dreamed of 3 new religion that would bring together the
best elements in every religion including Christianity. The Hindu
saint Ramakrishna claimed to practice devotion to Jesus and to
Allah in the 19th century. Inter-religious prayer meetings were

» regular part of Gandhi‘s movement for independence and relij-
gious harmony,

Such an age-old tradition seems to be falling apart in India
today, Hindu-Muslim conflicts seem endemic causing riots and
killings year after year. The viclence in the Punjab and Kashmir
has also feligious roots. The Christians complain of iIncreasing
discrimination, The great religions are competing in ccurting
the followers of primal religions. Religious pluralism has be-
come a source of conflict socially and politically, even if econo-
mic factors too may underlie these conflicts, The religious
minorities seem particularly concerned by what they see as grow-
ing Hindu fundamentalism, Some however see Hindu fundamen-
talism as a reaction to Muslim and even Christian fundamenta-
lism. The Muslims claimed a Separate homeland and got the

* Text of a conference given at CAMBRIDGE and OXFORD in Nov. 1995.
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country divided at the time of its independence from the British.
1"lv1e Christians are accused of proselytizing the tribal peoples in

a game of numbers which could have political consequences in
a ;iomocracy. The consequence of all this is that religions have
become a source of conflicts,

| The Sccular Response

The conflicts are not new. The Hindu-Muslim conflict
A goes back to the pre-independence period. But the new India
;:hose not to be a Hindu state, but a secular one, equally positive
to people of all religions. The Fathers of the Indjan Constitution
| crafted a very finely tuned political structure. The state is not
anti-religious. It is not a-religious either. But it does not relate
| to or support one religion more than another. It affirms equality,
fraternity, and justice for all its citizers, irrespective of thejr
”i]‘ religious affiliation. All enjoy their fundamental rights. But at
I the same time the Constitution takes into account the fact of
¥ religious civersity in its social dimensions, particularly in relation
| to religious minorities. This is shown in two ways. At the level
of civil law, the religious communities are allowed to be gove-
rned by their own personal laws in what concerns areas like
marriage. inheritance, their own internal order, etc. Here thg
Indian Constitution followed British practice. The Constitution
however seems to have taken this as g provisional measure,
it suggested that the country should have a common civil
|in course cf time.
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‘il The religious minorities are also allowed, not only to freely
‘practice and propagate their religion, but to found and manage
|denominational institutions like schools, university colleges and
|hospitals, even with financial subsidy from the state. The Courts
‘have consistently upheld these rights except in cases where

! personal law might conflict with a fundamental right guaranteed
'by the Constitution. In such cases the Courts have opted rather
Ifor the fundamental right. In a celebrated case some years ago
|the Court ordered alimony to be paid to a Muslim woman, when




it was not required by the Muslim personal [aw. The Parliamep,
had to pass a special measure to ‘protect’ the Muslim Persong
law. The establishment of a secular state and the special prq_
tection offered to the religious minorities can be seen as thg
secular response to the situation of religious pluralism.

The Response of the Religious Groups

How do the different religious groups respond to this
prcblem of feligious pluralism? At a really popular level, there
is not only tolerance, but also mutual hospitality. Even today it
is not unusual to see people belonging to different religions visit-
ing popular pilgrim centres of one or other religion seeking
special favours, In some centres, during the festivals, such
participation mey even have an institutional form. Some funda-
mentalist groups however are trying today to put an end to such
‘ecumenical’ practice in the ncme of defending the purity of their
religion.

At the more official level, the approach of the dif ferent
religious groups could be concidered brcadly inclucivist., lLetme
refer briefly to the three great religions. One of the great idec-
log:es of the Islamic movement in the subcontinent was Mawlana
Syed Abdul A’la Mawdudi. He hopes for the unity of the country
around Islam. Only when the country was divided did he opt for
Pakistan. Such a vision may not be unrelated to the memory of
Muslim rule in the country for many centuries before the coming
cf the British. But the vision was primarily a religicus, rather

than a political one, thcugh it is difficult to separate the two in
Islamic tradition,

The Hindu response, supported by some of the religious
leaderchip today, is to consider India as Hindu, culturally and
religiously, though it would be tolerant towards the minorities:
They would consider India as having a cultural past extendind
cver four millennia, in terms of its arts, literature and mytholCQY’
that is primarily Hindu. All Indians are heirs to this commo"
culture, even if some of them have chosen to worship other godS
in their private life. The Hindu religion is tolerant and is brod
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enough to make room for istadevatas or chosen deities for
personal worship. The distinction between religion and culture
is not too clear in their discourse.

The Christians as a minority group tend to be defensive.
But their theological vision remains inclusive. One tends to
think of other believers as anonymous Christians and of Christia-
nity as the fulfilment of the other religions. | think that if the
Christians were a majority, they would probably speak like the
Hindus. At this very moment (October 1995), in the controversy
regarding the presence of a crucifix in the class room, the
regional parliament of Bavaria in Germany is projecting a law
that declares the special r:lationship of the State with the
Christian tradition, though the fezlings of dissenting religious
minorities will be respected. The Concordats between the St .te
and the Holy See provide for spa:ial relationships in many
countries.

One can see that these attitudes, while manifested at
socio-political levels, are rooted in religious perspectives. Chris-
tianity and Islam are universalist in their vision and objectives.
Hinduism too, in the 19th and 20th centuries, through people like
Vivekananda and Radhakrishnan, spoke a universal language.
seeing in Hinduism, particularly in the Vedanta form of it, a
universal religion that underlies all others. This was the basis
of its tolerance.

The Drawback of Recent Theology

However, their special experience in Asia and their reflec=
tion on mission has also led the Christians to speak a language
of dialogue, to seek to practice it in their lives and to justify it
theologically. 1t is this reflection that | would like to explore
today rather briefly. Theology, at least in the third world, is seen
to have a dialectic, mediating function. It starts from experience.
I.t trics to answer questions, clarify doubts, check paradigms and
Justify or reconstruct world views when a community feels its
faith perspectives challenged by its experience. Such clarifica-
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tion and refocussing lead the community to greater Commitmep, |
and more effective praxis. By this measure of what theolog
should be or do we find the recent theological discussions Con.
cering cther religicns very inadequate.

For many vears now, any discussion on religious p!uralism
is conducted within a paradigm set by the terms: exclusivigy
inclusivism and pluralism. The question on which the paradigm is'
based is: Are religions salvific? If one says: only my religion jg
salvific, the others are not, then one is an exclusivist. If ong
says: all religions are salvific in their own way, then one is 3
pluralist. |f one says: salvation is (available in other religicns,
but they are all somehow included in the project of my own reli-
gion, then one is inclusivist. This may be useful as a classifica
tion of points of view. But it is an abstract, a-priori schems. |t
locks at religions simply as systems related to salvation, even
though religions may differ from one another in the way they look |
at themselves and may mean very different things by what they
mean by salvation. Felix Wilfred, an Indian theologian, sees this
as a dispute between two schools of thought in Western acade-
mic circles: dogmatic universalism and liberai pluralism.r Inclu-
sivism is then seen as a mediating position. The problem with
this scheme is that all great religicns tend tc be inclusivist in
some way, as we saw above, The scheme helps to classify the
opinions of theologians. But it has nothing to say to people &
they experience religion and its relation to life, in a multi-religi-
ous context. In such a multi-religious experiential situation, ex
clusivism is not helpful, pluralism can be a recipe for chaos and
inclusivicm may be a thinly veiled desire, if not attempt, at domi-
nation, not accepting the Other as different. Such a paradigm

though logical and neat, is hardly useful for animating and gui-
ding any kind of action in the multi-religious field.

| would like therefore to explore certain ideas and trends
that are emerging in India out of a multi-religious experienc®

o g . 'a
1. Cf. Felix Wilfred, ""Some Tentative Reflections on the Language of christ

l{niqueness. An Indian Perspective', Vidyajyoti Journal of Theologic
tion 57 (1993) 652-672,
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Let us then start with a brief look at this experience., | would
like to evoke here four types of experience with the kind of

questions that they are raising.

The Indian Experience

" Being a small minority of 2.5% in the country, Christians
live, study, play and work with other believers, The other
religion is not simply an idea or a system. It is other people
with whom cne is constantly in touch with all kinds of living
situaticns. In spite of being a minority group, the Christians have
many prcminent educational and health institutions. thanks partly
to the aid of the State. The majority of the beneficiaries of
these instituticns are members of other religions. Let us take the
schools as an example. Education shouid contribute 1o the holi-
stic growth of ‘a persen. Religion is a nzcessary dimension that
grounds morel and spiritual values in the life of pcople, Conesi-
dering this, Catholic educaters have started asking themselves
whether they have a responcibility for the growth of the young
persons in their scheols in their own religicus convictions. How
can this be done? A popular way cf putting this cquastion is: In
our schcols, should we make Hindus, better Hindus? Can this be
seen as one of the goals of our missicn?

It is becoming more and more frequent today that groups
of pecple, particularly the young, are involved in cevalopment
and liberaticn projects, in the defence of human, eccnomic and
social rights, and in protecting the environment. Thesze groups
are multi-religious. Questicns do arisec whether religion is rele-
vant to such issues and what role, if any. religion(s) should playv,
especially in multi-religous groups, apart from inspiring the com=
mitment of individuals?

A third type of experience has to do with Christians who
are involved with people of other faiths in one way or another,
As relations deepen, one comes into contact with the religious
dimension of the others. This may often happen in limit or crisis
situations. One may also meet others in study or dialogue situa-
tions. The other religions then cease being systems or institu-
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tions and begin to wear a human face. One comes to admire the
human and spiritual depth of the other. Such an experience
obviously raises questions about the religion which can lead
them to such depths,

Finally, there is an increasing interest among Indian
Christians in becoming really Indian. One explores one’s cultu-
ral and spiritual roots in Indien tradition. One tries 1o practise
Indian methods of prayer. One reads the Incian Scriptures and
cther spivitual writings. For some this can become a process of
intre-perscnal dielcgue between two treditions which c¢ne has
inherited and which cne seeks to integrate. One then specks of
being a Firdu-Christian. At the same time cne also sees Hindus,
who are deeply influenced by Jesus &nd the Gospel, but who are
heppy to remein Hindu, though inspired and enriched. Gendahi is
a cood example. Institutions and boundaries mean nothing to
such people. Such experiences raise questions of identity and
belongingness.

Anry adequate theology of religions must be able to look
at scme of these questions and offer concrete directions for living.
et me now try to outline a few emerging perspectives. i shall
do so in three parts. First of all, | shall point to scme g¢eneral
principles. Then | shall evoke a theologica! vision. Finally, |
shzll incdicate some orientations for practice.

The Absolute and the Relative o

Religion is not primarily a system of creeds, moral codes
and ritual. Religion is the experience and expression .ox;”a rela-
tionship between God and a human~person-in—cormnuni‘tj'y. God,
desiring to communicate God’s life, manifests God's self end
invites the persons to respond. The people respond in feith
commitment and obedience. The structures of religion can faci-
litate and seek to embody this encounter. But such encounte’®
can take place outside these structures too, A person e
example, may encounter God more authentically in the poof thal
n a liturgical celebration. In such a context we have to affirm
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that it is not religions that are salvific, It is always God who
<aves in and through or even outside a religion. Religions are
useful, but not necessary, mmecisticris. They are ambiguous.
They may be prophetic, but they also tend to legitimize existing

socio-political structures.

Faced with such a civine-humen enccuriter, meeting an-
other believer shculd mean for us listening to his/her experience
and acmi:ing the interpley of the divire end the human freedoms
in the concrete circumstances of his/her life. The religious
systems that people follow are secondary. They have a socizl
=nd scmetimes even 2 fclitical rcle. So they cannot be ignored,
But we heve to learn to rezch cut to the humen persons and their

relicious exgerience,

CGecd is the Abcclute keycrd neme arnd form. Our imagina-
ticns and speculaticns do not circumscribe God, All that we
can say is, in Senkara‘’s words, neti, neti - not this, not this. Bu¢
when there is @ divine self-commuricaticn, it is limited and
conciticned in varicus weys by the circumstances in which it
takes plece. The history of religions tells us thet God's self-
manifestations are cften linked to a place, which then becomes
a holy place. The divine self-méanifectaticn elso happens at par-
ticular time. While Ged is present always end everywhere, pec-
ple do recognize key moments - the Lairoi - of Cod's presence and
zctivity in the life-stories of perscns and communities. Both
God’s self-expressicn erd its urdeistancing, recepticn or experi-
ence by the humen rerscn teke plece in the context of a parti-
cular culture with its lenguege and other symbol systems. The
quelity and extent of the erperiernce of the divine by the person
or community are conciticned by their capacity and preparedness.
Finally Gecd is free to limit the extent of Gcd's self revelation.
We cen see the multiplicity of circumstences - | have listed five-
that conditicn and limit the experience and expressicn of divine-
human encounter. It is true that pecple reach out to the Absolute
beyond its many limited manifestations. But people comprehend
the Absolute, never as it is, but always in and through its mani-
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festations. The Absolute constitutes the horizon in which thg
multiplicity of manifestations becomes meaningful.  But the

manifestations themselves are relative, that is related to the
Absolute that they manifest. This is true even of Jesus who em-

ptied himself in becoming human and of ccurce of the pilgrim
Church. We must distinguish this relatedness to God from the
other subjective relativity that lcoks at the limitedness of the

human person experiencing God.

This interplay between the Absclute and the relative in
divine-human enccurter leads me to spell out the relationship
between, what | shall call, history and mystery. Let me start
with an analogy. Two persans love each cther. Their love finds
expressicn in word and gesture or even in cilent togetherness,
There are some peak mocments. But love is not limited to any
of these expressicns. ltis constantly reaching ocut. It is beyzand
all these and makes all these meaningful. It would not be real
and expriential without these. Love therefore becomes a story,
that the lovers may be able to spell out ina narrative. But it is
not merely historical, in so far as it transcends all its historical
experiences and expressions. In this it reflects the complex

nature of the human person as spirit-in-body.

| think that this analogy can help us to understand the re-
lation between history and mystery. Sometimes we seem 10
picture God’s eternity as endless time. But as a matter of facl
it is a dimension that provides time its depth, foundation and
m-aning. God‘s manifestations are always in history, but they
are more than merely historical.  They tronscend hictory in an
cternity where there is only presence, neither past nor future. But

this eternal present can manifest itself in history only as a his-
torical process. The historical process therefore finds its unity
and dynamism in the perspectives of eternity.

| hope

These three principles may sound very abstract.

you can see their basis in human experience. We shall soon $¢9

—
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how they are relevant to our theological reflection concerning

religions.

Rcligions and the Reign of God

Our properly theological reflection starts with the realiza-
tion that members cf other religions too are encountering God,
This is not simply a supposition, but a fact of experience, using
the Scriptural criterion: ‘from their fruits you will know them-.
| think that such experience of the other is an essential starting
point for our reflection. Otherwise it will be hypothetical and
abstract. Given the human and the social nature of persons, we
realize further that their experience of God is taking place in
and through their various religions, not in spite of them. God
as well as the others are making use of these symbol systems

that structure their life and experience.

We can make sense of this experience in the perspective
of the miscion of God as described by the Second Vatican
Council. In its decree on mission it offers us a Trinitarian
vision. God from a fountain-like love sends the Son and the
Spirit creates us and calls us to share in God’'s life and glory.
~“He generously pours cut, and never ceases to pour out, his
divine gcodness, so that he who is creator of all things might at
last become ‘all in all” (1 Cor. 15:2&)**. The Church is also sent
on this same mission.2 This means that God's saving action
embraces the whole universe and the whole of human history.
It is from this pecint of view that the Ccuncil can affirm the
universal salvific will, through which God reaches out to every
human person.® God‘s plan is to lead all thing to unity (Eph, 1:
1-10; 1 Cor. 15:28) and new life (Rev 21:1-5). It includes also
the cosmos (Rom. 8:19-22). This is a global project.

In view of this glcbal mission God communicates God‘s
self in various ways and at various times through many prophets.
In the course of this story of divine self communication, God

2. Cf, Ad. Gentes, 2,
3. Cf, Gaudium et Spes, 22,
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sends the Son into the world (Heb 1:1-2), Jesus proclaims the
Reign of God, peinting to the ever present activity of God in the
world and calls people to conversion (MK 1:15). Jesus’ commit.
ment to the Reign of God is two-fold. On the one hand it invol.
ves a new way of life of poverty and humility, love and forgive-
ness, selflessness and sharing. One can see this spelt out in the
Sermon on the Mount. On the other hand, in a world which is
not living in the way of God and where there is oppression,
discrimination and exploitation in an ongoing struggle between
the rich and the poar, Jesus takes the side of the poor, invites
them to his fellowshin, and offers his own life in sacrifice.
Looking at the Jesus-event in the light of Asian religions, Aloy-
sius Pieris points out that while the vision of the Beatitudes can
be found also in them, Jesus’ option to be with the poor and to
struggle with them is something very characteristic of him.* The
mystery of the cross and resurrection gives a special meaning to
suffering and affirms life and hope.

Jesus in his turn sends the community of his disciples on
mission to be living witnesses to the Reign of God in the world.
In relation to the Reign of God [its role is symbolic/sacramentals
not exclusive. It does not monopolize, but visualizes the action
of God in the world. It is at the <cervice of God's
reign, contributing to its growing realization in history. In its
service of the Reign of God, the Church has as its model Christ
himself who did not seek his own glory, but emptied himself in
order to obey the ca!l of Ged mcre effectively. We should not
too quickly identify Christianity with Christ. The Church is also
a pilgrim with others walking towards the fullness of the Reign

of God.

God’s reign, while it has a particular prophetic witness in
the Church, is not limited to it, but reaches out to all people.
even in and through their own religions. This is why it is possi-

4. See Aloysius Pieris ‘An Asian Paradigm ! Inter-religious Dialogue and Theo:
logy of Re'igious”, The Month, April 1993, pp 129-134.
5 Cf Lumen Gentium, 1.
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ble for the Church to be at the service of the Reign of God and
to facilitate its realization without necsssarily building itself
up.©

What is the role of Jesus in this history of salvation?
While the early Church spent a lot of energy and time trying to
understand and describe the perscnality of Jesus as divine and
human, there is no agreed theory on his role in the process of
redemption. Withcut geing into the various theories of Atone-
ment as transactizcn, ccnflict, enlightenment, solidarity, intercess-
ion, etc.? | would suggest that we avoid two sorts of approaches
and propose a third cne. One approach would identify the saving
act with a particular event 2000 years ago and seek to relate to
that event the whole of history before and after. | think that
this i3 a simplistic physical, almost materialistic view that does
not respect the ccrmplexity of the divine mystery and the interplay
of freedom in human history. The other approach is a transcen-

dental cne reiating redempticn to the ccsmic Christ or Waord
This gives the .Jecus-evert a merely indicative rcie. Neither
does it offer history and the cther religicns their proper place
and mesning. | would therefore suggest a third, more eschate-

lcgical approach. Gecd‘s saving acticn in history, in the Word
and the Spirit, through the Church as well as through the other
religions is in process. It is God's ongcing salvific dialogue
with human persons-in-community. We are called to contem-
plate and ccilaborate with this process. We know that God is
present and effective in history and in other religicns. We know
of God’s particular self-manifestation in Jesus. We are called
to follow his way and be witnesses to it thrcugh our life and
action in the world. The mission of Jesus is at the service of
the mission of God. We must not reduce one to the other,

The way that the varicus manifestations of God are articu-
lated among themselves in the history of salvation has to be
6. Cf. M. Amaladoss, ‘Le Royaume, but de la Mission’, Spiritus 34 (19956) 305-

318,
.7. See Michael Winter, The Atonement (London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1295)
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worked out in history and will be fully clear only on the last day
In the meantime. the followers of Jesus are called to witness t(;
his way of option for the poor even unto death and pray and wor
for the coming of the Reign of God by being catalysts of the
great reconciliation and unification of all things that is Godg
plan for the universe. The uniqueness of Jesus must not be ex.
plained in terms of something that happened 2000 vyears ago,
Jesus, in and through the community of his disciples, is an escha-
tological presence and force as history is moving towards its
consummation. There is freedom for the interplay of all the reli-
gions in their identity and difference. The Church itself is only
one element in this dialectic. It is a dialectic between the
Church and the Kingdom, between Jesus and the Christ, The
two poles of this dialectic must neither be separated, nor con-
fused. This vision makes place for other religions. We Christi-
ans cannot think of history without Christ. But [the fullness of
Christ is in the future. The freedom of the Spirit and of the
humans are also respected. A-pricri speculations about the cen-
trality of Jesus from a linear historical point of view or about his
unigueness frcm a comparative point of view are not necessary,
By doing so we are not respecting the mystery of God, but only
betray our prejudice and presumption. Discourse about the uni-
quenees cf Jesus are often affirmations about the uniqueness of
the Church.

This theological reflection has led us, on the one hand,toa
global vision of the mystery of God working in the world and, on
the other, to God’s call 1o us in Jesus to participate in the strug-
gle for justice cn the side of the poor. the oppressed and
the marginalized.  This opticn for the poor is the horizon which
must guide our collaboration with others - followers of other
religions and all people of good will.

Mission in Dialogue

- What are the practical implications of this vision? | th!ﬂ‘;
that in the multi-religious situation of India, we have 10 supPo!



RELIGIOUS PLUARLISM .

the two-fold option of the Indian Constitution, namely the secu-
larization of public life and the protection of minorities. This
practice should be supported by ongoing dialogue and collabora-
tion between all believers and all people of good will. It is in
this context that we must continue to bear- witness to the way
of Jesus and to the plan of God as we see it,

In a world where peole are complaining about seculariza-
tion, the demand to secularize public life may sound unusual.
The growing differentiation between social institutions like reli-
gions and politics is one consequence of secularization and |
think that such a development can only b2 welcomed in a multi-
religious society. This does not mean that religions should not
have any influence in public life. It only means that this impact
is not institutional but human; to be maintained through ccnstant
witness and conversation. A secular spirit would require that
members of a group agree upon common human, social and poli-
tical goals, even if each person or sub-group finds justificaticn
for such an option in terms of their own faith perspectives. It
is from this point of view that theologians in India speak of
Basic Human, rather than Basic Christian Communities. This
means that we forego a specifically Christian voice in public
life, except in special circumstances. ‘

The move towards a common civil code will be a difficult
challenge for us in the near future, Without interfering in the
deeper religious convictions of the communities, the State must
be able to spell out and defend the fundamental humezn, social
and economic rights of every citizen and group. It is obvious
that such a common civil code cannot be developed in an atmos-
phere of mutual suspicion. Religions too will have to learn to
distinguish between their faith perspectives and their moral con-
sequences. However, the tension between a common civil code
and the beliefs of particular religious groups is not limited to
India and we may be able to learn from the experience of others.

It will certainly be helpful to differentiate between what is legal
and what is moral,
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A democratic order does hot automatically promote Univer.
sal equality and participation. It can eacily become the "Y"anny
of a majority. Where this majority is based cn religious factorg
it can lead to inter-religious strife. That is why a special proy;.
sion to protect the rights of religious minorities is meaningfu|.
The risk is that the minorities may misuse such protectizn.

At the religious level, the challenge we face is that of
collaboration and diaICgue. All religicns-if we leave acide
Some extreme sects-, in spite of a tendency to fegitimate cxisting
socio-pelitical structures, seek to precmote a better life for peo-
ple in peace and community, | think that this should be tt
focus of inter-religious cellgborztion.
element cf this ccllaboraticn.

e
Dizlogue shcuid be cne
The best weay of premcting such
collaboration is to engege in defence of the poor.

Collaboration can be enriched and deepened by dialogue at
a religious level where we discover and relate to the other in
his/her deepest levels of religicus and moral convicticns and
options. Such dialogue can lead, beycnd the knowledge and
study of each other’s religious traditions, to sharing in spiritual
experience. Indian reflection has been positive to common
reading of Scriptures and ccmmon praying. If cne accepts that
the other is encountering God in his/her own tradition and that
the Scriptures and rituals are only expressions of such encounter,
then sharing in them is not a problem, proviled the community-
in-difference is respected and cne aims &t mutu:l prcphecy and
growth rather then an easy ecireniciem that limits itself to the
lowest common denomin:tor,

Dialogue always includes witness to one's own deepest
convictions, If the proclamaticn of the Good News is not pro-
selytism, it can only he dialogical, respecting the freedom of
others and of the Spirit, who calls to ccnversion,  There cah”

not be authentic dialogue without g clear, lived and secure iden

tity. But identity does not need barriers, One can have a cof:;
munity with a firm centre, but with open frontiers. God IS f:he
to call people to become discipics of Jesus.  But if we read

2
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signs of the times today, perhaps God's plan is calling all

a convergent movement towards the Reign of God

reli-
gions 10

One consequence of such dialogue in the public sphere in
|ndia is intra-personal dialogue, in which many Indian Christians
today would see another religious tradition as ancther elemsont
of one’s own religious roots, Such an intra-perconal  tension
and eventual process of ongoing, perhaps never-terminated, inte-
gration can only lead to a more authentic intzr-personal dialogue,

Conclusion

In concluding let me once again bri2fly spell out the
theolcgical affirmations that we have made in the course of this
reflecticn. We have affirmed the pl'imacy cf God and God's
action in the universe. Salvation is not seen in personal, but in
global terms. Salvaticn is not undersicod in meterisl or physical
terms, but in human, historical and dialegical terms. The spe-
cial significance of Jesus is seen both in his option for the poor
and in terms of an eschatological impact on history in the build-
ing up of the Reign of God. Believers of different religions are
seen in their own individuality as cdifferent, but as called to a
convergent communion that is nct pre-determined. Inter-religi-
ous dialogue is set in the context of tha liberation of all peoples.
We Christians find our cwn identity not in domination in the
neme of God, but in self-emptying service of the Reign of God,
following and witnessing to the way ¢f Jesus. Dialogue reaches
its depth in intra-personal integration.

The Asian Bishops have spelt cut t".e goal ¢f inter-religious
dialcgue as harmony. In spite of many conflicts and ccntradic-

tians they dctect positive signs of hope. Let me end with theijr
words,

What is positively significant is the desire among peoples
of varicus faiths to break downr traditienal barriers of divi-
sion and hostility, and their initiative to reach out to neigh-
bours of other faiths in a spirit of love, friendship, harmony
and collaboration. We believe that this fraternal dialogue
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among peoples of various faiths will gain in strength and
contribute to the achievement of a harmonious society to
the extent it makes its own the concern for human dignity
and equality, for democracy and legitimate autonomy of
world realities. In all these aspirations, movements and
initiatives, we discern the hand of God who has always
guided the destinies of our peoples in the past. They are
for us tangible signs of his continued presence among us.®

M. Amaladoss, S ].

8. C.G. Arevalo and G, Rosales (eds), For All the Peoples of Asia (Manila,
Claretian, 1993), pp, 318-319,




